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The paper discusses the soil and. Hater Resources 



CQ.ns<j^vation Act (RCA) and suqqests how ^iq]> school geography 
teach'i^^ can incorporate »in understanding dt PCA into the curriculum. 
The RCA, also known as Public Law 95-192, was passed by Congress in 
1977 for the purpose of allowinq +he Department of Agriculture tD 
appraise the nation's nonfederal *so3 1 , watery, and related resources; 
evaluate the effectiveness of cnqcinq conservation frograms; and 

^ d«v«lop a coaprehen^ve proaram or strategy to aui<^e future 

conservation efforts, dalor activities undertaken to date \o fulfill 
the requirements of the Act'lpclude development and publication of 

/ four RCA documents relatinq^+o Rqf background and Oferations, 

encouragement of public participation, evaluation of puba.ic attitudes 
about the EGA process, - and 'recommendation to the C9ngress by the 
President of a soil and weter -conservation proqram, JHays in which 
geograpky educators can incorporate information about RCA in their 
consepvaPtion courses include directing students to analyze PCA 
reference materials; predicting the Impact of various con servati"on 
programs on society based on PCA data: participating in conservation 
processes on state, local, and national levels: and modelling 
claasroom acjrtivities on PCA actlvl.tles and oblectives. (DB) 
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' RCA: RELATIONSHIPS TO GEOGRAPHIC EDUCATION 



\'d like to ihare Jllth you one of the mos^. exciting and Important events • 
In the future of U.S.. agriculture a|id natural resources conservation. 
Every citizen, rural or urban, Willie affected by the Soil' and Water 
.Resources Conservation Act of 1977. For the sake of brevity and In the" 
'best bureaucratic tradition, I'll abreviate that rather po/dero.us title to 
simply, RCA. . .standing for Resources Conservation Act. A bit later I'll gi^e 
you a few thoughts on how you can use RCA in your classes. First though . 

* 

allow me to discuss the law and RCA process. 
Public Law 9 5-1^2 " < . 

In 1977, Congress passed Public Law 95-192,^ RCA. Under this law, the 
U.S. Department o^Agricul ture ^(USDA) will (l) appraise tfle Nation's nonfederal 
soil, water, and related resources; (2> evaluate the /effectiveness 6f 
ongoing conservation programs; and (3) develop a compreher^i ve program or 
strategy to guide future conservation efforts. 

What ^s being done to fullfill the requirements' of the Act? The four major 
activities are:^ First: Development and publication of four RCA documents. 



Second: An active program\of public participation. Thiy^d: An evaluation 
of public 'attitudes about ttie RCA .process and ^ in. particular, the contents 

i ' 

of the documents. And fourth: The .President ' s recommendation to Congress of 

his proposed soil and water conservation program. ♦ 
* - « ' . / 

Overall RCA guidance is supplied by an interagency ^coordinating corrtnitt^e, ' 
composed of -representatives of nine USDA /agencies , , 



-2- . 
■ the oWlce of Management and Budget C-OMB) , and.'the Council- on ^nviroriinental 
Quality (CEQ), Program leadership ha's been assigned to the Soil Conservation . 
Vervice CSCS), with the continuing input of representatives of all coordinating 
committee agencies and o^er Federal and-^ nonfederal agencies., optimizations , 
individuals, and consultants. 

p 
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DOCUMENTS . . ' . ' 

TheJlct requires USDA to, appraise the nation's nonfederal soil, water,. and 
related resources. Related resources refer to wetlands, riparian vegetation, 
fish and wildlife habitat, w.indbreaks , and orgahic residue/' ' / 

f 

,The appraisal^of the resources is found in two -draft documents. -The first 
one, appropriately. titled Draft Appraisal --Part 1, and mAde public 

September 4, 1979, includes information on the quality and tjuantity oif the- 
r^soyrces* and is packed with statistical -data ojn land capability, current 
conditions, .and major uses of nonfederal land. It^also contains an inventory 
of legislation and regulations dealing with re^turces- ani d'iscusses/ the 
impact of technology on agricultural production and conservation. A most 
fascinating section of Part 1 is a condensed history of American' agricul ture 
and conservation. •. ., 



To give you some flavor of the information found Ib Part I, here are ju't 
a few items: ' ' * ■ . 

9 

f.An of t^e nonfederal land (614 million a-cres)* 

consists of soils suitable for cultivated. V 
.1 crops and other^ uses such as pa^tureland, , woodlands, . 
and urbanized lands. 



...the nonfederal forest Industry is» at present, producing at 6^% a 

of Jts biological potential; 

I 

...we've been losing 2 million acres of cropland annually 

■ V • ' » 

since 1958 .to uses other than agriculture; 
...and we've been losing 500.000 acres of fish and wildlife habitat 
annually since '58. ' 

The second RCA draft document, Appraisal--Part 2, will -present the projected 
demands on the Nation's nonfederaV resources to the,year 2030*. In, Part 2,* 
a major portion of the document will .describe the inherent capabilities and 

V 

limitations of our resources ir\ responding to projected demands. It will 

* 

also suggest various levels of management that could be used to preserve 
our resources, provide data on trends in rural land ownership » and describe 
the contributions of state and local programs -to soil and water conservation. 

* 

In the third RCA document, three to five "alternative" soil and water 
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conservation programs will be outlined to meet the future needs of the Nation. 
Each alternative will be a 'relatively compl et^ package of'^tions and 
activities that could be undertaken by USDA to" meet specific soil and water 
conservation objectives. ^4 

Here is a general description of some of the ideas being considered in 
developing the alternatives: 

* ■ 

(1) The major conservation problems appear to be greater in some regions 

^ • . ^ ' 

than others, suggesting programs targeting trfese problem at^eas. 
This alternative means that we must not only target problem regions* 
buj also specific acreages within^ regions and counties. 



(2) USDA Is studying the use of various forms of program cross 
compliance.' A basic form of cross compliance would be to make 
implementation of a Soil Consehvation Service conservation 

J , farm plan a basic condition for assistance under production 

adjustment and other USDA programs. 

(3) We ar^*ai so considering what the proper mix l4r federal, state, ^xrJ 
focali'-'responsibility in conservation should be. This conies largely 
as a. result of the substantial contributions of nonfederal units of . 
government fo soil and water conservation. 

■ * • V ■ 

. (4) Another alter^native being evaluated includes some form of regulation.' 
* On this majtter, we .are weighing potential solutions to conservation 
:\ problems against the problems themselves. Those solutions that are 

more severe than the problems they are supposed to solve-, either in* 
terms of loss of freedom,' higher costs, or a'dmi ni strati Ve problems, 
do not appear attracti,ve. " 

In the dr^aft program document, we will present the alternative programs and 
their^conomjc, social, and environmental' effects for public review and comment. 

..V- ■ ■ • ■ -• . 

The 'fo^irth and final' RCA draft document is to be a summary of the three draft 

".\- ^ ' " 

documents. This is the dcJcument that we think^ill be most useful and 

understaVidable for laymen. ^ 

» ' * 

Copij^S of all RCA draft documents ar^ o.r will be available for public review 
in early 1980 at your local Agricultural Stabi'l ization and Conservation 
Seryke (ASCS) and/or Soil Conservation Service (SCS)' Of f ices . 



PUBLIC PARTICIPATION . • 

— ■ ' — - — ' w 

The law mandates that the^ubllc \ie Involved In RCA. The primary public 
participation activity is a 60tday public review period. During the review 

* 

pe^'iod 18 regional meetings will be conducted by Washington based t^anis. 
The purpose of the meetings ts to inform the public about RCA and provide 
them >an opportunity to commertt about the process. Also during the public 
review period citizens, organizations, and agenciesi,, will have opportunity 
to respond to any aspect of the RCA process including the contents of the 
draft documents. All written comments received during the review periott--''^ 
will be sent to a special temporary off ice in Athens, Georgia, which will 
anal.yze public comments received during the* RCA process. 

The results of the analysis wilj be forwarded to Washington for the interagency 
coordinating committee's use in developing a recommended soil and water 
conservation program. The Secretary of Agriculture will then confer with the 
President ,^ho wiVI send his recommended conservation program to Congress. » 
That, in essence, is the RCA 'process for 1979-80. And, we have to repeat 
it again in 1985 since the law requires a 5-year update. * 

^ 

WHAT DOES ALL THIS MEAN TO THE GEOGRAPHIC EDUCATOR ? 

What is the main deterrent 'to solving our conservation problems? Certainly it 
hasn't been the availability of technical solutions. Natural Resource 

* • 

conservation techniques have been known and practiced for years. The-real 
problem seems to be the lack of knowledge citizens have regarding conservation 
of 'natural resources.. Paul Sear^s, in hi-s 1947 book, Deserts 'on the March , said 
"Science has the ppwer to illuminate, but not to solve, 
the deeper problems of mankind. For always, after 

knowledge come choice and- action, both of them. intensely , ^ • 

pers^nah and individual." 

r 
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A 1936 report of the Great Plains Cbrntiission stated: \ . , ^ 

"No constructive conservation program can be d^eloped without 
changing the niotivatJV attitudes and habits and redirecting the' 
efforts... of citizens. .. In ft democracy, educalion is more 
fundamental even than legislation as a force directing rational 
progress. It is the basis of wise legislation.". 

And a 1979 report by ttie USDA Land and Water Conserva'tion Task Force identified 
lack of education and apathy a.s factors most frequently perceived as limiting 
the application of many soil and water conservation practices 

It appears that without strong educational involvement, the long-term 

objectives of a national soil 'and water conservation program might'rjpt be 

. ' * * * 

achieved." Education is required not only to stimulate individuals "and groups 

to apply conservation practices but is necessary in order for the citizen to 
participate in the social and economic decisions^ required for the rational 

use of our natural resources. ' 

» 

Geography is the thread that binds you and me together through, our diversity 
of academic interest and pursuits. I suspect our interest in specialize 
areas of geography grew out of an overriding interest in the earth and the 
mysteries „'it holds. These interests, combined with the fundamental knowledge 
of environmental principles you possess, make geographic educators a prime 
academic group to pfarticipate in the RCA process. 



■ 

By npw, I hope you've been stimulated to realize the potential of RCA and wavs 
you can adapt all orparts of it to your classroom. But I would like to share 

/ 

just a few ideas on "how you cap use and participate in^RCA.in the coming months, 



J 



First: as you review the draft documents, you will realize there is a wealth 
of Information that can and should bemused in your class activities. The 
Information in the appalsal documents presents the most up-to-date picture 
of America's natural resources. The availability of the RCA docuqvents- offers * 
the educator ^rrd^he student ready reference materials and a futuristic view 
of conservation programs and their impact on society. I want to caution you, 
though, the first group of RCA documents are draft copies. You may fipd 
errors, possible omissions of items you think should be Included, and so on. 
This is to be expected and leads me into the second way RCA and you can 
come together. 

You and yoyr students can participate in the RCA process by reviewing and arfelyz 
ing the documents. In fact any part of the RCA process can be commented on, so. 
If one of your students has an idea about some aspect of RCA other than^the 

* 

process or document contents, encourage them to communicate their feelings to us 

Third: although we desire that all citizens participate, I have a special 
wish to have high school students become active in the RCA process. By the 
time they graduate, they are ei the»> voters or near voting age. Participating 
in RCA will help high school students make a real contribution to their 
own personal future by having a voice in shaping development of a national 
policy. A fundamental right of every citizen is participation in the 
democratic process, and RCA is one of many opportunities citizens will . 

* 

have to* exercise that right in the coming years. 

Fourth: the RCA process could be used as a model for in-class or in-school 
activities illustrating how ^ti'zens have a voic^ \x\ their government. / 



since the basic topic of RCA Is natural resources and their Impact on 
society, geographers could be leaders In formulating curriculums that 
could develop ,a^ resource .Inventory of the school site or even the community. 
To accomplish that, the procedures of writing, passing, and Implementing laws 
could bd followed. ^ 

In line with that, idea ntjmber five: RCA provides students an opportunity 

to study the implementation process of an Act, beginning with its hfstoric 

and political history, its route to passage through Congress, and the 

procedures followed to carry out or meet the Act's requirements. 

> - - I 

Conclusion 

It's logical that formal education be a part of closing the ga]5 between the 
level of pyMic^ understanding of natural resource conservation and the - 
knowledge ^necessary for making effective" conservation decisions. Without 
developing the individual's environmental awareness and knowledge, wfe, as a. 
society, will not achieve such goals as reducing the rate of soil loss, 
improving water quality and reducing pollutioji. Increasing the ratio of 
caloric output to input in food and fiber production, and maintaining optimal 
long-term productivity of our land and water resources. 

If those goals are somethj/rg that you as a citizen and educator can 
subscribe to, then, in both process* and intent, the Soil and Water Resources 
Conservation Act* of 1977, provides an opportunity for meaningful educational 
experiences for your students. 
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The end result of educational involvement in RCA i5 that citizens will be 
more knowledgeable of RCA and the role agriculture and natural- resource 
conservation has in their lives, whether they actually harvest. the product 
of the soil or just reap the benefits. 



Thank you, 
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